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within the normal range. Hence, they are used to assess processing effi-
ciency at critical control points and conformity with Good Manufacturing
Practices. A microbiological guideline is an advisory criterion in that a
given lot of food exceeding the limit for a nonpathogenic organism would
not be taken off the market or even downgraded. Guidelines may be
mandatory, however, in the sense that food company management and
regulatory agencies may demand that the conditions responsible for per-
sistent microbiological deficiencies be corrected without delay (see
Chapter 7).

Specification

A microbiological specification is a microbiological criterion that is
used as a purchase requirement whereby conformance with it becomes a
condition of purchase between buyer and vendor of a food or ingredient.
A microbiological specification can be either mandatory or advisory.

PURPOSES

Microbiological criteria as described above may be used to assess:

1.  the safety of a food,

2.   adherence to good manufacturing practices,

3.  the utility (suitability) of a food or ingredient for a particular purpose,
and

4.  the keeping quality (shelf-life) of certain perishable foods.

Evaluation of the safety of a food may involve tests for the pathogens
or toxins of concern. Alternatively, it may involve tests for indicator
organisms, where a relationship has been shown between the occurrence
of the indicator organism and the safety of the food. For some pathogens
and toxins, the numbers or concentrations present in a food are significant
in that lower figures do not pose a health hazard whereas higher ones do
(see Chapter 4). Examples of criteria broadly meeting the definition of
microbiological standards are. those applied to milk and shellfish (US-
DHEW, 1965; USPHS/FDA, 1978). The purpose of these criteria is to
protect the consumer's health.

The Howard mold count limits as applied to tomato and certain fruit
products are standards that were designed to minimize the amount of
decayed raw produce that might be introduced into such foods. Although
there is now an awareness that certain molds produce mycotoxins, the
mold count standards (Defect Action Levels) were not established to reduce
a health hazard.